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Martin H. Freeman And His
Life At Liberia College:
A Study In Irony
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This was the only building of Liberia College when Martin Freeman
arrived. It was far different from the brick building of Avery College in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, that Martin had left.
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Introduction

According to The American Heritage Dictionary irony is defined as
the use of words to convey a meaning opposite to its literal meaning.
In this paper, instead of words it would be actions that produced irony.
It would be the actions that followed the colonization of Liberia that
would characterize a man’s life. This man struggled to escape his past,
but his past unfortunately caught up with him.

This is a biographical look at a man named Martin Freeman who
provided an eyewitness account of colonization and how it brought
oppression to the indigenous Liberian population. Freeman was born
and raised in Rutland, Vermont, in the 1820s and moved to Pittsburgh
twenty years later. He became a black nationalist in Pittsburgh, where
he recognized the dangers of racism to himself, to his people, and to his
family. After making an attempt to emigrate to western Canada, he
became affiliated with the American Colonization Society or ACS. The
ACS began colonizing Liberia before Freeman’s birth and immediately
started to mistreat the natives. Once Freeman got to Liberia, he was ec-
static to help his fellow African Americans gain a higher education. He
was hoping to escape racism by moving to Liberia, but as years went by
his dreams of a non-racist society started to diminish. Martin Freeman
became distressed at how Liberia had developed a prejudiced society
like the United States, but that did not stop his attempt to change it.
Freeman was ahead of his time because he instituted higher education
not just for his fellow African Americans, but also for African men and
women. Colonization of Liberia strangled Liberian natives’ religion,
culture, and land which made them inferior to the American settlers
who wanted to escape oppression.

The Quarterly is published by the Rutland Historical Society, 96 Center Street,
Rutland VT 05701-4023. Co-editors: Jim Davidson and Jacob Sherman.
Copies are $2 each plus $1 per order. Membership in the Society includes
a subscription to the Quarterly and the Newsletter. Copyright © 2016 The
Rutland Historical Society, Inc. ISSN 0748-2493.
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Martin H. Freeman And His
Life At Liberia College: A Study In Irony
By Colin Alfred

Martin Freeman was born on September 11th, 1826, and raised in
Rutland, Vermont.! Being born in Vermont gave him a big advantage
over the majority of African Americans in the U.S., because as a resi-
dent of the state he was free. When he was a child he was heavily influ-
enced by a man named Rev. Mitchell, who was Freeman’s pastor at the
East Parish Congregational Church of Rutland. Rev. Mitchell noticed
young Freeman’s precocious nature and offered to tutor him in hopes
of getting him into college. Rev. Mitchell advised Freeman until he was
eighteen and assisted him in preparing to enroll at Middlebury College.
At the age of nineteen, Freeman gained admission to that college and
continued there until he graduated in 1849. He was elected class salu-
tatorian for his four years of excellent academic performance.? In April
1850, Freeman accepted an invitation to teach at the newly established
black college, Allegheny Institute, later called Avery College, in Pitts-
burgh at the age of twenty four.? He was the first black professor hold-
ing an advanced degree at the collegiate level in America. Middlebury
College awarded him a Master of Arts degree in 1852 for his work in
the field of mathematics and science.* Freeman eventually moved to Li-
beria and taught at Liberia College, where he finally became president,
and this has led him to be known to a few scholars.®

Russell Irvine wrote a biography of Martin Freeman and pointed out
that he noticed oppression for the first time when he moved to Pitts-
burgh. “Freeman more clearly came to understand the ubiquity and
depth of American racism,” wrote Irvine.® He had never dealt with the
extremes of racism growing up because he lived in Vermont, which had
abolished slavery before it even became a state. In Vermont, Freeman,
had little exposure to the bigotry and injustice that plagued many Afri-

1 Russell W, Irvine,“Martin H. Freeman of Rutland, America’s First Black
College Professor and Pioneering Black Social Activist,” Rutland Historical
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2 Ibid., p. 72.

3 Ibid., p. 71.

Ibid., p. 73.

Ibid., pp. 93-96.

Ibid., p. 77.

@ o s




can Americans in much of the rest of the country. Charles Dew’s book,
Apostles of Disunion, spoke about how important slavery and white su-
premacy were for slave holders in the South. Slavery was important to
them because it was their whole economy.” Southern whites had a great
fear of losing slaves because it could lead to their losing their freedoms,
property, culture, and their lives.® This paranoia in the South and some
parts of the North created stronger oppression of African Americans.
Pittsburgh opened up Martin Freeman’s eyes to racism in America and
prejudice towards his family.

In 1850 Pittsburgh, Freeman’s life was profoundly changed because
he experienced firsthand the oppression of his people. That understand-
ing introduced him to the principles of Black Nationalism, which was a
movement blacks tried in which to create their own society since they
believed they could not advance or survive in a white society. Martin
Freeman wrote a letter in America on this view and said, “Life, within
the limits prescribed for the Negro in this country, is not worth living.”

Black Nationalist ideas demanded equal education for African Ameri-
cans, the overall destruction of slavery, and establishment of their own
nation so they could empower black people independently from whites.
Black nationalists fought for, believed in, and advocated ideas to help
their fellow race. They wanted to end white supremacy because it de-
graded them and their fellow African Americans.

Black Nationalist theories were formed by African Americans, includ-
ing Martin Delany, Dr. David Jones Peck, Martin Freeman, and many
others. Racism was the biggest issue for these men, but unfortunately
Delany and Freeman did not expect racism to ever disappear in the
States. They both believed bigotry would never cease in America be-
cause there were massive numbers of white Americans who believed
African Americans to be inferior. Freeman believed in the reality of this
tyranny because he wrote, “The very presence of this mighty civiliza-
tion in which the negro is so completely hidden is oppressive.”’® Racism
existed in all classes in American societies from poor to rich and blue

7 Charles Dew, Apostles of Disunion (Charlottesville: University of Press,
2002), p. 75.

$ Ibid., p. 75.

¥ “Documents Related to the Life and Times of Martin Henry Freeman, M.A.,
Professor and President of Liberia College: A Nineteenth Century Black Edu-
cator” — a typescript by Russell W. Irvine, Georgia State University, 1996,
Freeman to Braman, October 18, 1887, pp. 74-75.

10 Trvine — “Documents”, Freeman to Tracy, October 17, 1867, p. 20.
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collar to white collar. One white collar man named Dr. John H. Van
Evrie was one of the people who believed blacks were naturally inferior
to whites. He was quoted as saying, “The Negro brain in its totality is
ten to fifteen percent less than that of the Caucasian, and therefore in
the sum total of mental power, the Negro is vastly inferior to the white
man.” This kind of thinking made Freeman and Delany believe that
America could never change.

Delany and Freeman postulated that equal education for African
Americans might help them become more than second class citizens. Af-
rican Americans who had a vigorous academic background, like Martin
Freeman, could better their lives. Unfortunately, there were not many
colleges, or schools, for free African Americans to attend. The main rea-
son was higher education for African Americans barely existed because
of segregation in a white American society. Segregation made American
Blacks second-class citizens by denying them equal access to education.

African Americans could not access education, so some black nation-
alists, like Delany and Freeman, believed emigration was the best solu-
tion. A historian named Livingston, who wrote about Liberia College
in his article, “The Exportation of American Higher Education to West
Africa: Liberia College, 1850-1900,” argued that African Americans
struggled to access higher education in America, and, as a result, the
nationalists supported emigration. Livingston wrote, “They only urged
the possible extension of higher education to American Blacks with the
hope that their enlightenment would make them so discontented with
the country that they would emigrate.”? Freeman believed that Afri-
can Americans had no sense of pride because of slavery and that caused
lack of education. In one of his letters, which he wrote to Joseph Tracy
on December 1, 1863, he said “My own people are alone culpable in
this matter, or rather slavery that terrible system that has crushed the
manhood and manly aspirations almost completely out of the American
Negro, is to be blamed for it all.”?

Racism created a lack of education for free African Americans which
fueled the idea of emigration for Freeman, Delany, and others. Martin
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Delany believed that Canada could be an oasis for African Americans.
He saw Canada as a place for his fellow people to be free. Delany no-
ticed how progressive Canada was in equal treatment because Canada
allowed black officers to serve in militias and blacks to run in elections.
Martin Delany also noticed there were many job opportunities for Af-
rican Americans to acquire in western Canada such as working on the
railroad, mining, shipping, building, and other service jobs.! Like the
U.S., western Canada during the mid-nineteenth century was expand-
ing because of ideas of Manifest Destiny. Martin Freeman was appar-
ently interested in emigrating to Canada because he bought fifty acres
of land there, and eventually sold it when he was in Liberia.’® Freeman
and Delany thought this would be an immense place for their fellow
people to get a new start and leave slavery, discrimination, and the idea
of race behind. This was not the first time Black Nationalists tried to
emigrate.

Before Canada, Haiti was the first oasis for African Americans. Haiti
was a French colony that went through a profound revolution during
this time. The slaves revolted against the French and won, so Haiti be-
came the first, “black ruled dominion.”'® Black Northerners, according
to historian Sara Fanning, observed the revolution with pride because
they witnessed the death of slavery in a slave holding country.!” Thir-
teen thousand African Americans migrated to Haiti to avoid American
society because slavery was abolished, blacks dominated the political
scene, and equality was established throughout the nation.!® Regret-
tably, a majority of the 13,000 Northern blacks returned to America be-
cause the colony was still in shambles. The main purpose of emigration
for Black Nationalists was to escape the oppression of the United States
and find equality for their common people. These two attempts seemed
like an impeccable idea. Sadly, the migration to Canada and Haiti de-
teriorated, but colonization of Liberia was the new passion before and
after these efforts to emigrate for Black Nationalists.

The American Colonization Society and Black Nationalists banded
together to send free African Americans to settle in Liberia throughout
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